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The commencement speech is a special kind of public speaking and has become
an important part of the campus culture. It is the “last course” that the school offers to
graduating students. The speaker tries to convey his thoughts and ideas through his
speech, aiming to influence or even change the hearer’s attitude or behavior. This
goes in accordance with the interpersonal function elucidated by Halliday.
Interpersonal grammatical metaphor, as an important part of grammatical metaphor, is
a major realization of interpersonal meaning. Besides, language has the ideational
function, which construes human experience and can be realized by ideational
metaphor. Both ideational metaphor and interpersonal metaphor constitute the core of
Grammatical Metaphor (GM) theory, which has been widely applied to the analysis of
political discourse, news discourse, advertisement discourse, etc.
Based on Halliday’s theory of grammatical metaphor, this thesis aims to present
a comparative study of the distribution and characteristics of the realization of
grammatical metaphors in commencement speeches of Chinese and American
universities. Ten commencement speeches from China and ten commencement
speeches from America are chosen randomly as the research object and both
quantitative and qualitative methods are applied in the analysis of both ideational
metaphor and interpersonal metaphor. The research result shows that grammatical
metaphor prevails both in the Chinese commencement speeches (shortened as CCS)
and English commencement speeches (shortened as ECS). Despite the differences in
social and cultural backgrounds, there exist similarities and differences in the actual
realizations of grammatical metaphor in Chinese and American contexts. In the study
of ideational metaphor, the author finds that nominalization is employed the most
frequently in both CCS and ECS. As for the study of the metaphor of modality, a














polarity are investigated and the research shows that modulation is much more
prevalent in CCS whereas ECS has a relatively higher frequency in the use of
high-value modality. Moreover, Chinese’s use of medium-value modality exceeds
that of English and explicit subjective orientation and positive polarity take
dominance in both Chinese speeches and English speeches. The analysis of metaphor
of mood indicates that the interrogative mood can express statements metaphorically
in both ECS and CCS. Yet, the metaphorical use of the declarative mood and the
imperative mood cannot be found in CCS but cases of the declarative mood for
commands and the imperative mood for statements occur in ECS in the chosen
samples.
The purpose of the thesis is to locate the differences and similarities in the
realizations of grammatical metaphor in commencement speeches in Chinese and
American universities. The research aims to extend the application of GM theory to
Chinese discourse and even the Chinese language and to offer a new perspective for
the study of commencement speeches. Practically, the research results can enhance
the awareness of intercultural communication and help English learners in China
understand both languages better.
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Ideational metafunction and interpersonal metafunction are the two concepts of
language metafunctions in Functional Grammar proposed by Halliday (1985, 1994,
2004). According to Halliday (1985, 1994, 2004), the ideational metafunction is the
representation of the experience outside and inside us and is realized mainly by the
transitivity system in lexicogrammar. In the interpersonal metafunction, the speaker
involves himself or herself in a social-cultural context and expresses his or her
attitude and tries to influence other people’s attitude and behavior. The interpersonal
metafunction is mostly realized through mood, modality and tone of speech. The
complicated nature of communication leaves people with abundant choices with
regard to the transitivity system, mood and modality when interacting with other
people. Therefore, both congruent and metaphorical forms of realizations of the
ideational and interpersonal metafunctions exist in the English language and the
Chinese language.
Metaphorical expressions are widely used in all kinds of written and spoken
discourses and the study of metaphor has received much attention from scholars in
different fields. Halliday’s (1985) proposal of the “grammatical metaphor” offers us a
new perspective for the study of metaphor. This thesis takes commencement speeches
as its research object and investigates the use of grammatical metaphors in it. In this
chapter, a general overview of the research study is presented, which includes the
research background, research significance, research questions, the sources of the data
and the structure of the thesis.
1.1 Research Background
With the rapid development of multimedia and wireless network communication
















As a special kind of public speaking, people get to know what a commencement
speech is like and they appreciate the valuable suggestions made by the speakers.
Although commencement speeches have led to a heated discussion nowadays, it has
not gained enough attention academically. Thus, this thesis aims to carry out a
comparative study of the commencement speeches in Chinese and American
universities from the perspective of functional linguistics.
Metaphors are frequently used by a speaker when he or she is delivering a speech
to make their opinions more persuasive and the study of metaphor is always a hot
topic in linguistics. Scholars in functional grammar have made contributions to the
study of metaphor in different types of discourses such as political discourse,
classroom discourse, advertisement discourse, etc. which also lays the theoretical
foundation for this thesis. However, the studies on commencement speeches from the
perspective of grammatical metaphor are quite limited, and thus great attention should
be paid to commencement speeches from this perspective.
1.2 Research Significance
The commencement speech is a very important part of the whole graduation
ceremony. A good and qualified speaker would greatly improve the reputation of the
school in many ways. The purpose of the commencement speech is the same in the
Chinese and American universities, that is, to offer not only best wishes but also life
guidelines for the graduating students.
Public speaking has many different forms. Taking commencement speeches as
the research object, the thesis tries to analyze how grammatical metaphor is applied in
these speeches to achieve their purposes by implementing a comparative study
between ECS and CCS. Besides, this thesis has other practical implications as well.
Firstly, it shows the possibility of analyzing the Chinese language from the functional
perspective, which is much easier and more feasible. Secondly, it would help to















especially the translation of the grammatical metaphors in different contexts. Thirdly,
it would help to promote cross-cultural understanding. The differences between
Chinese and American cultures lead to different ways of expression, which would
possibly cause misunderstanding on the part of the audience. By analyzing the
differences and similarities of the realizations of grammatical metaphors, the author
attempts to help the reader to build a rational cultural outlook on languages.
1.3 Research Questions
Halliday’s (1985, 1994, 2004) theory of grammatical metaphor is based on the
English language and is widely applied in the research of various genres of texts such
as scientific English, legal English and English for academic purposes, etc. Chinese
scholars have been studying the Chinese language from their perspectives but no
agreement is reached and the method is tedious and not as practical as the theory put
forward by Halliday (1985, 1994, 2004). Thus the first research question of this thesis
is that what is the actual distribution of grammatical metaphor in English and Chinese
commencement speeches from Halliday’s perspective? Second, what are the forms of
realization of grammatical metaphors in ECS and CCS? Third, what are the
similarities and differences of the realization of grammatical metaphor in ECS and
CCS?
1.4 Data Sources
Altogether 20 commencement speeches are chosen from Chinese and American
universities as the research corpora. All the speeches are randomly chosen to
guarantee the objectivity of the research. The English commencement speeches are
obtained from graduationwisdom.com (http://www.graduationwisdom.com/
speeches/). The founder of the website puts so much energy in collecting
commencement speeches for the crafted words of advice and the touching stories that















the founder of the website has put the speeches under different categories. The chosen
samples are shown below.
David Brooks, Dartmouth College, 2015
Dew Faust, Harvard University, 2016
Steve Jobs, Stanford University, 2005
Michelle Obama, Tuskegee University, 2015
Ellen DeGeneres, Tulane University, 2009
William Mcraven, University of Texas, 2014
Joyce Didonato, Juilliard School, 2014
Ed Helms, Knox College, 2013
Jim Carrey, Maharishi University of Management, 2014
Stephen Colbert, Wake Forest University, 2015
The 10 Chinese commencement speeches are from different trustworthy websites
and they are shown below.
Xie Heping, Sichuan University (谢和平, 四川大学), 2015
(http://gaojiao.jyb.cn/sjts/201506)
Zhou Xuhong, Chongqing University (周绪红, 重庆大学), 2016
(http://www.cqvip.com/QK/86301X/201608/)
Guo Qingguang, Renmin University of China (郭庆光, 中国人民大学), 2015
(http://news.ifeng.com/a/20150701/)
Zou Zhendong, Xiamen University (邹振东, 厦门大学), 2016
( http://henan.china.com.cn/edu/2016/0622/)
Chun Jun, Nanjing University (陈骏, 南京大学), 2016
(http://fj.china.com.cn/2016-06/29/)
Guo Dongmin, Dalian University of Technology (郭东明, 大连理工大学), 2016
( http://www.360doc.com/content/16/0714/14/)














Degree papers are in the “Xiamen University Electronic Theses and Dissertations Database”. Full
texts are available in the following ways: 
1. If your library is a CALIS member libraries, please log on http://etd.calis.edu.cn/ and submit
requests online, or consult the interlibrary loan department in your library. 
2. For users of non-CALIS member libraries, please mail to etd@xmu.edu.cn for delivery details.
厦
门
大
学
博
硕
士
论
文
摘
要
库
